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Informed, active boards are essential for effective higher education governance.
Such boards receive the information they need with ample time to review and
analyze it. Their independent observations are welcomed and facilitated by
academic administration. In addition to ongoing dialogue with campus
administrators, they hear directly from faculty, students, and taxpayers. They
vigorously support their institutions; but they also show their loyalty by being the
gadflies who ask the hard questions and publicly illuminate challenges to academic

quality and efficiency.

A university community makes many competing claims on its members. Faculty
have a professional commitment to an academic discipline. Their research and
professional world may well be centered as much outside the institution as within.
Administrators tend to be committed to the growth of their institutions: more
faculty, innovative programs, more buildings, increased endowments. It is on the
governing board that accountability to the citizens of the state ultimately rests to

adjudicate competing priorities.



Effective boards of public universities are responsive to the initiatives of the
governor and state legislature to support the interests of students and taxpayers.
They feel accountable to their states to keep academic quality high and tuition
costs affordable. They balance institutional aspirations and the competing needs of

the state as a whole.

In this testimony, I will address several of the most important duties of governing
boards and provide examples of how different boards have met these

responsibilities, often in conjunction with engaged governors and legislatures.

As we all know, these are challenging times. And, more than ever before, the
public is demanding greater accountability. Despite high expectations, public
confidence in our institutions of higher education has declined. Nearly half of the
respondents in a survey by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher
Education said that public higher education in their state should be “fundamentally
overhauled.” A similar number indicated that college costs are not justified by the
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education students receive.

Moody's Investors Service predicted in March of this year that more public
colleges will declare "financial exigency." And since 2008, we have seen a number
of higher education credit ratings go down. Yet, two years ago, the Chronicle of
Higher Education concluded, “as the country passes the first year of a supposed
New Normal, few signs of revolutionary change are apparent.”” Challenging
times demand courageous actions. And I am pleased to say that proactive boards,

have not waited for catastrophe to exercise sound management.



Academic program prioritization, as Robert Dickeson’s excellent book® shows, is a
difficult process, complicated by the competing claims of academic departments
and personal interest. Yet effective governing boards have made it happen.

Within the last year, Louisiana's Board of Regents engaged in a rigorous review of
every academic program. The Regents designated as "low-completers" those
programs that failed to graduate more than a handful of students. Each campus had
the opportunity to explain why the low-completers made sense both from a
financial and from a mission point of view for the school. The Board approved
termination of 109 programs, consolidation of 17 programs, and combination
consolidation/termination of 172 programs.* In 2010, Missouri Governor Jay
Nixon called for a review of every academic program at each of the state’s two and
four year institutions, a total of 700 programs. A review by the gubernatorially
appointed Coordinating Board for Higher Education resulted in the termination of
72 four year programs and 46 two-year programs, with a much larger number of
programs flagged for further review.” Another example comes from the Minnesota
State College and University System. The 15 member gubernatorially appointed
Board of Trustees took seriously the dangers of program expansion long before the
recession: between 2007 and 2009, the board approved 191 new programs but
closed 345. ® These are crucial, albeit painful actions. As Dickeson observed,
failure to make choices between programs means that that every program--and the

institution as a whole--will suffer.

Governing boards need to review capital projects with extreme care. Waste in
higher education is never tolerable, but it is a particular outrage when budgets —
especially the budgets of those who pay tuition — are under such extreme pressure.
Since the 1970’s, campus building has ballooned, often at taxpayer expense: the

average assignable space per student appears to have tripled. We need to keep in



mind, too, that with the excitement of opening a new building comes maintenance
costs that can amount to 70% of the cost of construction over the life of the

;
structure.

Here is an excerpt, for example, from “Priorities for Excellence: The Penn State

Strategic Plan 2009-10 through 2013-14” (emphases added):

The University has invested heavily in both the construction of classroom and laboratory
facilities and the renovation of existing facilities to accommodate new modes of teaching
and learning and the greater use of technology. Too often, these facilities are not fully
utilized—and the University constructs additional facilities—because of lack of use
outside of certain “prime time” class periods or times of the day. Classroom space at
University Park, for example, is near fully utilized between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. on a
typical day, but much capacity is under-utilized at other times of the day. While a notable
reduction in classroom utilization has occurred at 8:00 a.m., in response to student (and
some faculty) preferences, mid- and late-afternoon scheduling remains significantly
lower.

I hasten to add that Penn State is hardly unique, except, perhaps in the blunt
disclosure of the problem. ACTA’s studies of classroom underutilization have
found similar examples of significant waste in other locations. Governing and
coordinating boards can step in to control unnecessary building. In South
Carolina, the Commission on Higher Education collects data on classroom usage:
it provides the information policymakers and taxpayers need to address the
problem of an average weekly utilization at public institutions of 27 hours, with

average weekly use of any given workstation at 18 hours.

Texas has itself modeled a best practice — indeed the Society for College and
University Planning (SCUP) cited Texas in its 2007 Campus Facilities Survey as a

model of transparency.” This is no small achievement, since the director of



planning at SCUP was quick to point out that typically campuses do not want

outsiders to know how they use (or don’t use) their facilities!

In addition to ensuring transparency, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating
Board has created a Space Usage Efficiency system that incorporates facilities
demand, utilization rate, and use of work stations. It has clear benchmarks and
allows inter-campus comparability. It acts as an important “brake” on building
projects at campuses where there is uncertainty about need. The recognition of
areas of space underutilization throughout the system has encouraged innovations,
ranging from block scheduling, and classes in non-peak hours, especially evening

. 10
times.

Governing boards — as well as the public and lawmakers - need to see efficient,
clear indicators of both financial and academic issues. This is not a new issue in
Texas or the nation: Representative Branch has called for these indicators and they
are part of the framework that Chancellor Cigarroa has recently brought to the UT
Board. It is because of their urgent importance for policy making and public
information that ACTA has steadily produced state and regional report cards,
setting out in clear, tabular form, key indicators of curricular quality, general
education, academic freedom, cost and efficiency metrics, and governance
practices.!" Have increases in administrative costs outstripped instructional
spending? Have increases in tuition and fees outstripped inflation? Claimed a
larger share of median household income? These are questions that all

stakeholders need to be able to answer at a glance.

If financial metrics are the indicator of the costs incurred by institutions, then

learning frameworks and outcomes measurements are the indicators of the value



added by institutions. Again, Texas has stood forth with its best practices. When it
comes to core curricula, Texas institutions have offered students a far more
coherent educational framework than most institutions around the country. In a

recent survey of over 1000 colleges and universities, www.whatwilltheylearn.com,

Texas institutions ranked well above the national average. Every single public
institution requires the systematic study of American history and government, and
almost all require math, composition, and natural science. Several require
economics. Two Texas campuses received an “A” rating — Texas A&M Corpus
Christi and University of Texas San Antonio. At a time when employers are
finding it hard to find college graduates with the skills and knowledge needed in
the rapidly- changing marketplace, many Texas schools offer a model of
educational excellence — a model for which the legislature can take credit. These
fine standards are now under review: it is imperative that governing boards and the
legislature resist any initiative to weaken or water down core curriculum

requirements.

Meanwhile, the National Assessment of Adult Literacy and, most recently,
Professor Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa’s study, Academically Adrift, reveal that
many students leave college without the basic skills they need in writing and
critical reasoning.'> They are “college graduates” in name only. It is imperative
that governing boards receive and analyze information on student learning gains,
along with other academic outcome measures, such as licensure and professional
examination results. A best practice model can be found in South Dakota.
Beginning in 1998, the South Dakota Board of Regents mandated that every
incoming student and every rising junior would take the Collegiate Assessment of
Academic Progress (CAAP). It has been a major diagnostic tool for identifying

areas of academic weakness, both individual and institutional, and the results are



published in a Regent’s report every year. The South Dakota Board of Regents

offers several examples of the positive steps that this data enables:

After one university fell below the national mean in English five out of six years, that university
implemented an additional writing requirement for all of its students. Another university has
placed a new focus on math after receiving lower than expected scores in that subject.

According to Lesta Turchen, the Chief Academic Officer for the Board of Regents
responsible for the implementation of the assessment initiative: "The CAAP exam
has become a primary tool for working with individual students to improve their
skill levels so that they can be successful in upper-division courses in their
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majors.”

Texas 1s well-positioned efficiently to provide governing boards with this key data.
Most Texas public institutions already post the results of the CLA or other
standardized, nationally normed instrument to measure growth in core collegiate
skills. And much of that data is already available on the Voluntary System of

Accountability College Portrait site (http://www.collegeportraits.org/) . Texas

institutions, especially the UT System, distinguished themselves by their early

implementation of the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA).

The bottom line: this data needs to be used actively in academic policy decisions.
When campus results show learning increases above or below those expected at
comparable institutions, much can be gained if Regents carefully consult with
faculty and administrators to consider why students perform as they do and allocate

resources to remedy deficiencies and maximize student achievement.

There has been much discussion and controversy surrounding initiatives in Texas

to separate research and teaching budgets and to develop metrics for faculty



productivity. Developing a fair and effective metric is not easy, but the Regents’

efforts to ensure productivity are entirely appropriate.

Indeed, several systems already have effective new metrics and measures in place.
At Iowa State, a faculty member can develop a Position Responsibility Statement
(PRS) in consultation with the department chair and dean that adjusts expectations
for teaching, research, and service to the needs of the university -- and the skills of
the professor. In other words, lowa State recognizes that it is simply not
productive or efficient to assume there is one “standard” allocation of faculty time.
It is, moreover, entirely appropriate for a governor, a legislature, and a governing
board to want an accounting for how valuable faculty time and expertise is
allocated. A common allocation of faculty time at research universities around the
nation is 40% teaching, 40% research, 20% service. In other words 3/5 of an
academic salary is likely to be devoted to activities and responsibilities outside the
classroom. A strong case can be made for the direct relevance of these activities
to effective teaching, but as tuition costs escalate, it is the fiduciary duty of a
governing board to weigh competing academic priorities. Bottom line: just as
Iowa State — and a number of other universities — found that there is no appropriate
“standard” for allocation of faculty time — governing boards in Texas are right to
look for budgetary and performance metrics that illuminate the use of scarce and

precious resources in higher education.

The Texas “7 Breakthrough Solutions™ have drawn attention, positive and negative
in Texas and even outside of the state; as recently as this month, the President of
Florida State University approached the school’s Board of Trustees with a
proposed framework similar to that already proposed in this state, but

provocatively titled “Florida Can Do Better than Texas.” Alternatives to the status



quo deserve a rational, careful hearing. The Texas model emphasizes seven areas:
in addition to splitting research and teaching budgets noted above, measuring
teaching efficiency and effectiveness; publicly recognizing and rewarding
extraordinary teachers; ; requiring evidence of teaching skill for tenure; using
“results-based” contracts with students to measure quality; putting state funding
directly in the hands of students; and creating results-based accrediting
alternatives. The common theme among all of these goals is encouraging
incentives for faculty, administrators, and trustees to all work towards a shared
vision of academic excellence and affordability—adding value to students’ lives by
providing them the tools to participate not only in the workforce, but as a citizen of
the state of Texas. These suggestions deserve the careful attention of Texas

governing boards.

Phyllis Krutsch, who was twice appointed by Wisconsin Governor Tommy

Thompson to the University of Wisconsin Board of Regents, observed:

To be sure, boards cannot be successful without forging stronger and more constructive working
relationships with the elected officials who appropriate a large portion of instructional budgets, with the
faculty who teach and do research, with the K-12 institutions that prepare students, and with the corporate
world and communities that create jobs. ...Faced with state budget challenges, engaged and responsible
lay boards have both the ability and the authority to look at the big picture without being bound to a
particular way of doing things, to ask the uncomfortable questions, and to make the tough choices."*

I conclude with an example of the alignment of political — in this case, mayoral
vision and effective board action. The dramatic rise in academic standards at
CUNY, the City University of New York, is a story of active trustees responding to
mayoral leadership. Benno Schmidt, chairman of the CUNY Board and former
president of Yale University concluded: “Change in institutional strategy can only

come from trustees.” And Schmidt did not restrict his vision to budgetary issues.



“Reviewing an institution’s academic strategy and deciding whether change is

called for is a trustee’s most important responsibility."

The Board received clear direction from a task force that then-mayor Rudolph
Giuliani commissioned; it found that the 30% system-wide graduation rate was
unacceptable, as was the cost of remediation for nearly 10,000 students annually.
The task force also called for a dramatic rise in academic standards. Acting on the
report of the mayoral task force, CUNY trustees took actions such as shifting
remediation from four-year to two-year campuses, instituting high-school bridge
programs, and strengthening general education requirements. There was an
immense uproar, and trustees were pilloried for daring to question the status quo.
Today, average SAT scores for CUNY freshmen are in the top third nationwide;
graduation rates have increased dramatically, CUNY core curricula justifiably gain
high ratings in ACTA’s What Will They Learn? ™ evaluations, and the diversity

of the student population has increased.'®

The CUNY story is a paradigm of effectiveness in governance: a reform-minded
mayor answerable to the electorate combined with the expertise and insight of the
task force and trustees he appointed to effect positive change. The Board
performed its fiduciary duties by appointing a highly effective chancellor and

being willing to stand behind difficult and controversial decisions.
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